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THE SINNER’S ABILITY TO OBEY GOD, IF HE WIiLIn 
Isaran xxx. 10.—Prophesy not unto us right things, speak unto us 


smooth things. 


Tuts was the language of the Israelites to the faithful preacher of 
God’s word. When boldly reproved for their sins, and threatened with 
the vengeance of God unless they repented, they were impatient, and 
clamorously demanded, “ Prophesy not unto us right things, speak unto 
us smooth things.” 

Men are equally unwilling now to be faithfully told of their faults and 
of their danger: determined to go on as long as they can in their be- 
loved sins, they will not endure any disturbance in their gratification; they 
close their ears, and utterly refuse to hear the faithful preacher; they 
take refuge in excuses which enable them to turn off the arrows of con« 
viction ; and then again they cry out, “ Prophesy not unto us right things, 
speak unto us smooth things.” 

Among the doctrines of which men complain as hard, and instead of 
which they ask for something smoother, is that of the eternal punishment 
of the finally impenitent. They see plainly, that if the doctrine be true, 
their present course is one of perfect madness, and yet they are so fully de 
termined to keep on in that course, that all thought of the doctrine fills them 
with anger and self-condemnation. If the thought of it comes up*even 
in the busy hours of the day, or in the gayest, brightest circles of pleas. 
= it is absolutely intolerable: it is like an intrusion from the demon of 

pit. 

Hence, to keep themselves easy, they demand some smoother doctrine. 
‘They ‘say, and insist that others shall preach to them, “that God will 
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not punish his creatures for ever ;” some punishment they deserve, and 
will receive, but all will finally come off well, and be eternally happy. 
Thus they can rest easy; they will live as they list; endure the punish- 
ment which is prepared for them, and then enter into heaven ! 

This smooth and easy doctrine rests upon another. They argue thus: 
—Men cannot deserve eternal punishment. God sent them into the 
world with sinful dispositions, which they cannot remove. He gave them 
a law which it is utterly impossible for them to obey: men-cannot come 
up to the full requirements of the law. Sins and frailties man has, to be 
sure, and for them he will receive some punishment ; but it is out of the 
question that God will condenm us to eternal punishment, for not obeying 
the law, when he knows that we cannot obey. Thus it is that the smooth 
and easy doctrine that there is no eternal punishment, rests on the other 
smooth doctrine that man is unable to do his-duty, and therefore cannot 
deserve eternal punishment. And to my own mind this objection appears’ 
perfectly unanswerable, if you allow it to be true that men cannot obey 
God. If indeed they cannot obey, it is certain they do not and cannot 
deserve eternal punishment for not doing it. 

But believing that the doctrine of the future and eternal punishment of 
the finally impenitent is a doctrine of the Bible, I wish to do away with one 
of the strongest objections to it. In order then to meet the objection, J 
lay down this proposition : viz. 


That man is able to obey God, if he will; and therefore does deserve 
the penalty God has threatened against transgression. 

I enter upon this subject the more willingly, because the error in ques- 
tion is one of the strongest obstacles to the effect of religious truth on 
the mind. The difficulty is not, that men do not see and acknowledge 
the reasonableness, desirableness, and obligations of religion. I seldom 
meet with the man who pretends to have even a doubt on these subjects. 
But in urging home these obligations, we are constantly met with the uppall- 
ing objection, ‘J cannot :—I know I have sinned ; I acknowledge religion to 
be important: but I could not obey the law of God; and I cannot repent.’ 
Here we are brought to a full stand. It is utterly in vain to try to press 
obligation any farther. For how can gou make a man feel guilty for not 
doing that which he is unable to dof What possible reason can you 
offer why a man should repent, if he really cannot do it? What kind of 
argument would you use with a man to induce him to fly, when he has 
no wings, and cannot fly ¢ 

To prevent misapprehension, in meeting the sinner’s excuses, it is neces- 
sary to keep clearly in view the fact, that the terms can and cannot, able 
and unable, are used in two senses, entirely diverse from one another, and 
yet a candid mind need not fall into any confusion on that account. 
These two senses may be illustrated thus :—I come to a sick man, and 
ask him to rise and take a walk with me: he says, ‘I cannot.’ I then per- 
haps come to you, indolently reposing on your couch, and ask you to rise 
and walk with me; but you also reply, ‘I cannot.’ Now in these two 
cases, the reply, in words, is the same: each says, I cannot. But I know, 
without the least doubt whatever, that the meaning is entirely different. 
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When the sick man says he cannot walk with me, he means that he is 
physically unable to do it; that let him desire to do it ever so much, it is 
utterly impossible. But when the indolent man says, I cannot, he means 
that he does not choose to do it; that he prefers lying upon the bed, to 
the trouble of walking with me. 

It should be remembered, that when the creeds and confessions of 
churches, in imitation of the language of Scripture, tell us that the sin- 
rier cannot do this or that, it is solely in this latter sense in which they 
use it. Whenour Savior says, “ No man can came to me,” &c., he means 
(as in the case of the indolent man just mentioned), that he does not 
come because he chooses to stay where he is ; he prefers being away from 
Christ. ‘This is what the Bible means by such language. But the sin- 
ner excuses himself from obeying God, and denies his desert of future 
punishment, on the pretence that he is no more able to do what God 
requires him to do, than the sick and dying man is to rise and walk. 


It is this false view of the subject which I wish to oppose, when I say, 
that man can obey God, if he will. And first, 


Its perfect harmony with the Scriptures proves the truth of this pro» 
position. Among the various opinions which exist relative to the Scrip- 
tures, all agree, I believe, that God has there given actual commands to 
men. He tells them, they must love him, that they must love their fel- 
low-beings, that they must cast away their transgressions, must make to 
themselves a new heart, and a new spirit, must repent and be converted. 
These are not meniioned merely as things desirable, but as things which 
we must do; which we are directly and without qualification commanded 
to do. It is perfectly undeniable, then, that men are addressed just as if 
they could obey God. 

it will be seen, then, at once, how perfectly the doctrine which I have 
stated falls in, so to speak, with the whole tenor of Scripture precept. 
On the supposition that men can do what God commands, we see at once 
why God should give these commands, and why he should utter his dis- 
pleasure when these commands are disobeyed. Here is no jar, no incon- 
sistency in the doctrine’ or facts of Scripture; but all beautifully and 
exactly harmonize with each other. 

But to what painful perplexities, and apparent contradictions, at least, 
are we driven by any other supposition. For let it be granted for a mo- 
ment that men cannot obey God, how puzzling such questions as these. 
How can he be just in loading me with burthens which he knows I could 
not bear? Where is my guilt in not doing impossibilities? Do I not 
deserve more pity than blame? How can I merit the tremendous curses 
of the law, for weaknesses which I could not help? Questions you will 
perceive which it is not easy to answer, and which, instead of leaving the 
light of truth to break forth from the sacred page, clothe it in gloomy 
darkness and doubt. The perfect coincidence and harmony then of the 
doctrine I maintain, with every other part of Scripture, proves it to be 
true; an integral part of the great system which God has revealed. 
Suppose you possess a very ingenious and complicated machine, perfect 
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except in a single wheel. After various trials, you at last find 2 wheel 
which exactly fits the place which was destitute, and in every minute and 
intricate part, is precisely the thing; would you have any doubt that you 
had found the right wheel? Such then is the force of the argument 
with respect to the doctrine in question, drawn from its harmony with 
Scripture. 

But it may be said that our proposition is inconsistent with the doctrine 
of original sin ; that if that doctrine be true, then we cannot obey the 
commands of God. I grant that there are misconceptions or perver- 
sions of the doctrine of original sin, inconsistent with man’s power to 
obey the commands of God. But I deny altogether that any thing which 
I have advanced is at all inconsistent with the real doctrine of original 
sin, The real doctrine of original sin is not at all that God creates sin 
in men, either directly or indirectly ; or places them in circumstances in 
which they are unable to do what God requires them to do, This is the 
view of it which the sinner takes, as one of his excuses: but a totally 
mistaken view. The true doctrine of original sin is, that men become 
sinners in consequence of Adam’s sin: not that God creates sin in them 
as a punishment of Adam’s sin, but that, while they do voluntarily become 
sinners, it is in consequence of Adam’s sin that they become such. But 
to say that you or I do voluntarily sin, and that this is in consequence of our 
ancestors having sinned, is a very different thing from saying that God 
creates sin in us, or makes us unable to do his will. Such is precisely 
the view of the subject presented in Romans v. 12,— Wherefore as by 
one man sin entered into the world,” that is, he committed the first sin, 
and of course it was then, and in that manner, that sin entered into the 
world, and “death by sin,”—i. e, death was the consequence of sin; 
“ and so,” he proceeds, “ death passed upon all men :”—why? “ for that,” 
or because that, “all have sinned :” or according to the description of sin 
given by the apostle, that sin is the transgression of the law; “ because 
all have transgressed the law.” Here you perceive, as if foreseeing the 
very abuse which would be made of the truth, the apostle is very careful 
to tell us, while he informs us that by one man sin entered into the world 
—that men are the authors of their own sin, that death passed upon all 
men, “for that”—for this explicit and sufficient reason—“ all have 
sinned ;” they have sinned: they have done that which exposes them to the 
wrath of God: which only exposes them to that wrath. The doctrine 
of original sin, then, freed from misconception, is not at all inconsistent 
with the position, that men can obey God, if they will. For nothing is 
plainer than that I may sin, in consequence of what another has done, 
and yet simply follow my own chuvice or preference in thus sinning. 

Thus is the mind freed from all painful perplexity and doubts respect- 
ing the character of God, and another proof is given, that the truth must 
be perverted, ere men can excuse their sin, or charge it upon any but 
themselves. 

But it may be said, that the position I maintain is inconsistent with the 
doctrine of total depravity, or the entire sinfulness of the human charac- 
ter before regeneration. But this can only be said from mistaken views 
of the doctrine. For what is the doctrine of total depravity, or the entire 
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sinfulness of the human character? Not that God in any way creates sin 
in men ; but it is, that men have no holiness at all in them previous to 
regeneration: they sin and only sin, and thus their character is totally 
sinful. But how is the fact, that men do constantly and invariably and 
voluntarily sin, at all inconsistent with the other fact, that they can obey, 
instead of transgressing? So far from being inconsistent pith the doc- 
trine of total depravity, it is essential to the doctrine. For, suppose one 
so created that he could not obey God, that he could not help transgressing, 
he is an unfortunate being, but could not be a guilty being. We imust 
pity him, but could not find it in our hearts to blame or punish. But 
when I see a being who can obey the commands of his God, I know that 
he should ; when I see such a being just telling his God that his own 
will he will follow, and persevering in that course, in direct opposition to 
law, and always doing it, he is a being guilty and depraved, not unfortu- 
nate; he deserves the displeasure of God. 

But how is it possible, some may say, that I am totally depraved, com- 
pletely sinful? Sinful to some extent I acknowledge I am, but not totally 
80, for I practise many things, such as honesty, sobriety, &c., which I am 
sure are such as God approves, and are not sinful. I answer—suppose 
a father, on leaving home in the morning, gives this peremptory charge to 
his son, that he is to stay in the house all that day; that on no account 
whatever is he to go out. Soon as the father is gone, the boy very 
coolly takes his hat and goes out, and remains the whole day. He does 
not go, you may suppose if you please, into vice or idleness ; but goes to 
his school or to his business, quietly and industriously. Now is not that 
boy transgressing his father’s commands, every hour and every moment 
of that day? ‘True, much of the time he is not even thinking of his 
father, or his commands, so engrossed is he with his books or his busi- 
ness; and is even doing things which his father at other times would ap- 
prove: but still in every thing he does, he is constantly transgressing his 
father’s will: the command was that he should stay at home: he will not 
do it, he is entirely disobedient. The father at night calls his son to ac- 
count; the child acknowledges the fact of absence from home during the 
day, but pleads that he had been industrious at his studies or his business, 
Yes, the reply would be, but I told you to stay at home; your absence _ 
proves a deliberate purpose to disobey ; your industry and good behavior 
are nothing, because they were not done to please me. Had you any 
affection for me, you would have shown it in the way I pointed out. But 
your disobedience shows, that even those things which appeared well, 
you performed to please yourself, not me. — 

This illustration may show how the sinner is constantly disobeying God, 
totally sinful. The command is, Thou shalt love the Lord thy God with 
all thy heart. Whatsoever ye do, do all to the glory of God. The 
command is obligatory every moment. 

But the sinner does not obey at all; he is constantly sinning. Every 
thing which he does is sinful; for his disobedience shows, that he does 
every thing to please himself, and not God. 

But it may be said that the position which I maintain is inconsistent 
with the need of divine influence. If men can obey the commands of God, 
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then what need is there of the Holy Spirit, to renew the heart, and lead 
them to repent? But this can only be said from mistaken views of the 
nature and design of divine influences. Some appear to imagine 
that divine influence is given merely to help weakness: to give the 
sinner strength to do that which he has no power to perform. Thus 
I am too weak to raise the weight of a ton, and so a lever, a screw, 
or wheel and pulley is given to me to enable me to do it. So it is sup- 
posed, the Holy Spirit is given to men to enable them to do that which 
they have no kind of ability to do. But this is a totally mistaken view 
of the necessity of divine influence. Divine influence is given to iticline, 
or influence, the sinner to do that which he can do, if he will, but which, 
through the voluntary perverseness and wickedness of his heart, he will 
not do—till this divine influence is imparted. The two different modes 
of viewing the subject may be illustrated thus : 

There are two children: one is commanded to read a page from a 
Hebrew book which is given to him. He cannot do it: what he needs 
is some help,—some further knowledge or capacity to enable him to do 
it. The other child is told to read an easy sentence from an English 
book. He can do it; but, through obstinacy, will not. Now, what this 
child wants is not help to enable him to read, but some influence ex- 
erted on his mind to induce him to read. So the influences of the Spirit 
are given to influence a perverse and rebellious being to change the 
purpose of his heart. 

How then is the position that men can obey God inconsistent with the 
need of divine influence? The sinner is going on in sin with full pur- 
pose of heart; he is determined in his course; reason, argument, and 
truth have not moved, they never will move him from his purpose. Left 
to himself, he will certainly go on in sin and ruin. Does not such a 
sinner need a divine influence to turn him from his sin? 

The true doctrine of divine influence, then, so far from affording a 
refuge or excuse to the sinner, is the very doctrine which shows him the 
exceeding greatness of hia sin and guilt. It proves him guilty of a de- 
liberateness, wilfulness, determination in his guilt, for which no vengeance 
could be too great. ‘The fact, then, that sinners can obey God, and will 
not, shows the need of divine influence. 

Harsh as the language seems, I must now draw the inference that you 
do deserve eternal punishment. God has ordained that the wicked shall 
go away into everlasting punishment, and we only say that every sinner 
who takes up his dreary abode in hell is the guilty cause of his own de- 
struction, and deserves to be there. 


In this discourse I have endeavored to tear away the refuges in which 
sinners intrench themselves, and to show the reason why they deserve 
eternal punishment,—that they could, but would not obey God. Did the 
epinion on either side end in mere speculation, I should consider these 
consecrated hours abused when occupied in such discussion. But it ends 
not in mere speculation: the question is no less than this—whether God 
or the sinner is to blame for sin; whether he has or has not a good 
reason for disobeying God. If God is to blame, then go on in sin, and 
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I will trouble you no more; if you are to blame, then you deserve, and 
must receive, the reward of your doings—eternal’ punishment. 

If you were unfortunate creatures, who could not obey God, then you 
could not deserve eternal punishment. But this is not the case; you can 
obey God: the only reason why you do not is that you will not. You 
are voluntary in your rebellion against God, and therefore deserve his 
wrath, What! you angrily ask, send your fellow-creatures to hell !— 
Consign us all to eternal condemnation! J send you to hell!—J give 
you over to condemnation! God knows that I desire your salvation; 
that often I have urged you to come to Christ; that I have pointed you 
to the only way of life, and would gladly have persuaded you to turn and 
live: but “ye will not come.” It is God who hath declared, “the soul 
that sinneth, it shall die ;” “except ye repent ye shall perish ;” and what 
ambassador will dare to keep back the message of his Master? 

Did I leave your case hopeless, then well might you complain. Did I 
merely tell you that hell’s dark gulf was before you, that your feet would 
slide in due time, and then leave you_to the horrors of hopeless, utter 
despair, then well might you complain of me as the hateful bearer of bad 
tidings,—as wishing to deprive you of the little hope you could enjoy in 
this poor life. But it is not so. I come to tell you that you need not be 
destroyed; I bring you the glad news that you are not bound by any 
irresistible destiny to destruction; that you can be saved; that if you do 
perish, it will only be because you would not have life; that even for 
you, who all your life long have been living in purposed and voluntary 
rebellion against God, there is pardon and life, if you will come for it; 
that even “ while you were yet enemies, Christ died for you.” 

But while I say this, I do again solemnly warn you that your present 
course leads. down to hell; for it is a course of voluntary rebellion 
against God: that if you at last make your abode there, you deserve it. 

I say this, as I see many of you travelling, with fearful rapidity, the, 
broad road to death. But you are careless, laugh as gayly, tread as 
merrily, toil as busily, as though only life and happiness were before 
you. Your present joys are fleeting ahd transient; even at the longest, 
you can have them but a little while, and then you part with life, joy, 
light, for ever: yet for these you are bartering your soul, and despising 
the eternal treasures of bliss which God can give. Why will you 
die ’—why will you keep on? You comfort yourselves with thinking 
that you are not to blame. As you float down the current, you lull con- 
science to sleep by the fatal opiate that you are not to blame, that you 
cannot do any thing, that you are under some resistless agency of 
or evil; and when I come and say that you are indeed a sinner, so des- 
perately wicked that you will not obey God, and have all your life long 
been voluntarily resisting him, you deny it; you are too proud to acknow- 
ledge that there is such deep guilt attached to you. Instead of falling 
down, confessing and forsaking your rebellion, you excuse yourself by 
charging your sin on God, and thus deepen your own damnation. 

But if what I have said be true, you have no excuse. Far above all 
eavil lie-the government and dealings of God; pure as the untroubled 
brightness around his throne, shines his character, while the simep is soda 















to be a voluntary, hateful rebel, darkly and malignantly fighting against his 
God. Yes, impenitent sinner, you have gone on in sin for a whole life— 
you have sinned against the light of reason and conscience. God fully 
warned you of your danger, but you would keep on: you were often en- 
treated and urged, but you would not turn. And when God even sent his 
own Son to die for you, and his Spirit to influence, you scornfully tram- 
pled under foot the blood of the Son of God, and did despite unto his gra- 
cious Spirit. -Does not such a sinner deserve punishment? Is it unjust 
to make him the eternal monument of Divine displeasure? 

You cannot say that you are waiting for the Spirit to help you; for 
you have all along been resisting the Spirit of God. There is no such 
thing as waiting for the Spirit of God to help you. What is called wait- 
ing for God’s help is, in reality, determination not to turn. There is 
enough influence of the truth and Spirit already, if you, instead of resist- 
ing, will yield. If then you are finally and for ever cast out from the 
presence of God, you will go, not because you could not help it, nor for 
disobeying commands which you could not obey, but because you would 
choose death and hell. And as its fires kindle, and rage, and consume, 
through the dreary ages of eternity, you will feel that you deserve it all; 
that you have brought it upon yourself. Could you think that you had 
not been to blame, that you did not deserve hell, then you might despise 
its burnings, and despise the hand that kindles them: you might feel the 
proud and sustaining consciousness that you were an innocent and injured 
being. 

But, no: you will be eternally wrung with the bitter reflection that you 
are a self-destroyer,—the self-made victim of eternal wo! _ 


SERMON CLII. 


G. W. PERKINS. 
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THE SINNER’S ABILITY TO OBEY GOD, IF HE WILL. 


YsataH xxx. 10.—Prophesy not unto us right things, speak unto us smooth 
things ; prophesy deceits. 


In the preceding discourse, I stated it as a well known fact, that men 
now, as well as anciently, disliked a kind of preaching which troubled 
them in their sins. I remarked that the doctrine of the future and eternal 
punishment of the impenitent was a truth so dreadfully alarming to one 
determined to go on in sin, that he either insisted upon smoother preaching, 
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or else took refuge in some excuse, which could quiet his fears while he . 
continued in sin. The refuge often taken is, that man is a being so frail 
as to be utterly unable to obey God, and does not, and cannot deserve to 
be eternally punished for not performing impossibilities. _ I stated too that 
this was the common refuge of sinners of every kind, when urged to the 
immediate performance of their duty: that to every call to repentafice 
the reply is, I cannot: and that thus the mouth of the preacher is effeetu- 
ally stopped. For what sense or reason in urging a man to do impossi- 
bilities? Where is the use of preaching, until this matter is cleared up? 
Why preach repentance—present motives, and urge men to repentance, 
if they cannot repent? Why spend my breath, my strength, in urging @ 
man to believe on Christ, if he cannot believe ? : 

How delightfully smooth and consoling, when conscience stings, and 
the Bible threatens, to think that,, after all, no real blame can be attached 
to you! The lazy and inconsistent Christian, too, applies the same smooth 
and flattering unction to his soul. He is very slothful, and very worldly 
selfish, or prone to sin of some kind: he knows it; does not even attempt 
to deny it. But to break away from it will put him to too much trouble: 
endure the agonies of remorse and self-condemnation, he will not, He 
therefore saves himself all trouble and all remorse, by thinking man is 
too weak to obey God: I cannot be perfect, even if I desired it; I-cannot 
do as well as I could wish. If I do as well as I can (which, by-the-way, 
in the mouth of such a man, always means, “ as well as I find it conveni- 
ent”), that is all that can be expected from me. ‘Thus they live in the actual 
indulgence of sin, and yet keep their hopes firm and bright, and think they 
are in the path to heaven. They profess sorrow for their sins, to be sure ; 
but it is such a kind of sorrow as they would feel for a broken limb, or a 
painful disease, or any thing else which they could not help, instead of the 
deep, “ godly. sorrow” which works reformation and holiness. 

It was my object to throw myself at once into this strong-hold of sin; 
to demolish, if possible, this refuge of the sinner ; to clear away from the 
character of God the foul imputation of commanding impossibilities ; and 
to show sinners of every kind, that they had no such excuse, that there is 
no such smooth doctrine for them ; that each act and feeling of sin is their 
own guilty voluntary choice ; deserving, and certain to receive, eternal 
punishment, unless repented of and forsaken. ; 

In order to do this, I stated the position, that men can obey God, if they 
will ; and therefore deserve eternal punishment.if they do not obey. 

In support of this, I alleged, first, the perfect harmony of this doctrine 
with the other doctrines and facts of scripture. 


I come now to a second argument, viz.— 

Man’s own consciousness proves that he can obey God if he will. By 
this I mean, that every one, from simple self-inspection, knows, without any 
other proof, that he can do, if he will, what God commands him to do, 
He is conscious of it, just as he is conscious of any of his other powers or 
acts. When [ apply my mind to any study, I am conscious that I possess 
the power of doing so: when I dislike any individual, I know, or am con- 
scious of such dislike. When | like any particular gratification or employ- 












ment, I am perfectly conseious of such attachment. Thus the mind is 
conscious of, or takes cognizance of, its own powers and acts; possessing 
evidence of them, of a higher kind than any other evidence whatever. 
Now in every sin, if I reflect, | am perfectly conscious of this,—that I was 
choosing some other gratification, some other happiness, than that of 
pleasing and obeying God. No compulsion, or force of any kind, fixed 
my choice : but I, in view of the circumstances, voluntarily made the choice 
I did. 1 take it for granted, then, that all others, who will take the trouble 
to-examine their own minds, will find the same to be true. 

If, now, you turn upon me with the cutting inquiry, do you never com- 
mit sin? and if you can obey God, why do you not always obey bim? 
Why sin at all?—I am very willing you should put such questions to me; 
and instead of evading, or palliating the matter, I only say, Therein con- 
sists the damning guilt of sin, and of my own sin; that is the very reason 
why, like every other'sinner, I do deserve eternal punishment.. Why, I 
acknowledge to my God, each day, that if I received my just deserts, I 
should be lifting up my eyes in wrment, instead of hoping in his mercy. 
This is what makes sin so hateful and malignant, even when the good 
man commits it, that it is voluntary disubedience to God, when the sinner 
knows that he could and ought to have yielded obedience. This is the 
reason why, each Sabbath, | do here acknowledge for myself and you, our 
aggravated guilt; that in each act of sin the pust week, we might have 
done better, but would not. ‘That is sin indeed; and that is the reason 
why some will not receive it : it so harrows up the conscience, is so awfully 
humbling, that some smoother doctrine is demanded, to quiet theconscience. 

But suppose I ascribed my sin not to my own choice, but believed that, 
some how or other, I really could not help sinning, what would be these 
confessions which you hear from my lips, but mere mockery —hypocritical 
professions of an humility which I did not feel? Why should I, in that 
case, feel any compunction, or guilt for my faults ? 

Again, I get at the evidence of consciousness in another way. I can 
teview various acts of my past life; for some of which I feel guilty, or, in 
other words, deserving of blame sad punishmen’ , for others, I have no 
such feelings of guilt. Now when I come * examine these acts, and 
feelings, for which I feel guilty, I find invariably that | haye this accompany- 
ing consciousness, that [ might have done, and ought to have done, otherwise: 
or, in other words, I never feel guilty or deserving of blame or punishment, 
for any actions or feelings, except those which it was in my own power 
to do, or not todo. I may feel sorry for a great many things, sorry that 
I am no stronger, sorry that I cannot learn or remember more than I can. 
But I have not that peculiar feeling termed remorse, or consciousness of 
guilt, except for the voluntary choice of my own mind, When the mind, 
therefore, has that consciousness of guilt for transgressing God’s com- 
mands, it must be because there was the power of doing otherwise than 
transgressing. 

Another striking illustration of what the testimony of conscience is on 
this subject, i is found in the spontaneous language of children. Wherever 
opportunity presents, I endeavor to converse with them on religion ; their 
sinfulness, and their obligation to-love and serve God. 





THE SINNER’s ADILITY TO OBEY GOD, IF mm wun. 252 


It is remarkable that I never find in them this excuse. I may find it 
difficult to show them the evil of sin, why it is so wicked not to love God, 
or, in other words, I may find it hard to reach their under 2, be- 
eause { cannvt clearly convey my ideas to them. But-when I have 
shewn them that they have sinned, and ought to love and. serve God, 
there is always in their eye and countenance the most unequivocal evi- 
dence of conscious guilt. ‘They know from the very law which God has 
written in their hearts, that they can, and ought to obey God, till they are 
taught and drilled to say, 1 cannot—and then they can quiet their con- 
science as easily as others. Thus showing what the conscience of man 
is, till he has learned to deny or evade its decisions. 

Again, the manner in which men feel and act towards each other, is an 
evident proof of what human consciousness is on this subject. In all 
cases, except those of plain idiocy or derangement, when you see a man 
indulging wicked feelings or conduct towards a fellow-being, you have no 
doubt that he can do better, and ought to do better. You see a disobe- 
dient, stubborn, and ungrateful son, utterly destitute of every emotion of 
filial attachment. The father who sustains him, the mother who bore 
him, he treats with base, unfeeling harshness. Do you not regard such 
a character with unqualified loathing? But why? Not merely because 
such conduct and feelings are in themselves hateful, but because there is 
the spontaneous conviction in your mind that he can do right, and ought 
to do right. ‘That such is the case is plain from the fact that your feel- 
ings towards him change at once, if there is sufficient proof that thé man 
is not a free agent. If 1 come, now, and tell you, this son, who appears so 
destitute of human charities, is an idiot, or a madman, and is therefure 
utterly incapable of rightly discharging his duty, you hate him no longer: 
you pity him as unfortunate, not criminal. The moment you discover 
that he really cannot do right, you do not blame him. 

You see another—mean, selfish, narrow-mindéd—a character univer- 
sally despised by all who have any honorable feelings: but what is it 
which constitutes, or makes up such a contemptible being ? Simply this, 
that he prefers his own private, petty, sordid interest and gratification, and 
would not make the least sacrifice to promote any object, however great 
or noble, unconnected with himself. Now, your feelings wwards him are 
founded on the instinctive conviction that he is perfectly voluntary and 
free in making this choice, and indulging these sordid affections; that, 
while he is in the very act of mean and narrow selfishness, he can and 
_ Ought to act from nobler and loftier motives. You may be perfectly sure 
that he never will do so; that he is so fixed in his purpose that you ex- 
pect, as a matter of course, and with as much certainty as you expeet the 
morrow’s sun to rise, that he always will be mean and selfish. - But that 
does not alter your feelings; but, on the contrary, you only regard him 
with more unqualified contempt. But suppose I were to come and tell 
you that this man was really and physically incapable of doing better? 
that God had created him with a soul of such peculiar construction, that 
he was no more able to feel generous and noble sentiments than a brute 
is to reason, act, and talk like a man? ‘Fhe moment you discover that he 
eannot do otherwise, you feel differently towards him: you may dislike 
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him, just as you dislike a disgusting reptile; you may wish he were out 
of the way, just as you wish to get rid of any troublesome vermine; but 
you no longer consider him as wicked and blame-worthy. 

Thus, the ordinary sentiments and instinctive feelings of men furnish 
decided proof of what is true on this subject. When they see each other 
doing wrong, they never think of starting the question as to the ability of 
the individual to do right: it is taken for granted that he can, and blame is 
dealt out on the principle that he can. But if the wicked and rebellious 
son can give up that rebellion, and love and obey his parents, why can 
he not give up his enmity to God, and love and serve him? Why can he 
not give up his low and selfish propensities, and be a holy, heavenly- 
minded man? In all these cases the answer is the same: he cum, but he 
will not. 

But perhaps it will be said, even if this doctrine be true, it is dangerous 
in its tendency: men will begin to think there is some good in them, and 
not feel as strongly the need of repentance and a change of heart, if you 
tell them, without any qualification, that they ean obey God, but will not. 

What! if I tell men that every act and feeling of sin is their own vol- 
untary choice of evil when they could do and feel right, is that likely to 
make them feel less guilty for their sin? When I tell them that they are 
living in sin, voluntarily and wickedly, every hour and moment of their 
existence, when they can and onght to be constantly loving and serving 
God, is this likely to make them feel that there is some good thing in 
them? But, on the other hand, suppose I did tell them that they could 
not obey God; would they not be very likely to suppose that they were 
doing about as well as they could, and that there was something, after all, 
pretty good in them? 

Bat perhaps it will be said that by urging the doctrine that men can 
obey God, I am encouraging them in presumption. But how is that? 
When I tell the sinner that he is, of his own choice, committing sin which 
deserves the eternal displeasure of God ; that he has all his life long been 
treasuring up wrath, and that God most solemnly declares, unless he 
repents, he shall meet that wrath, is this likely to induce the sinner to 
cherish any presumptuous hopes of the mercy of God? Surely, if any 
truth could.shake his presumption, and make him tremble, and seek to be 
reconciled ‘to God, this would do it. On the contrary, I should suppose, 
if I told the sinner that, let him do his best, he could not obey, I was 
taking the very course to encourage the most presumptuous hope that he 
had little to fear from the wrath of God for not doing impossibilities. 

But it is said I thus at least encourage the sinner to defer the work 
of repentance, because he can do it at anytime. He will say, “Why 
should I trouble myself about it now, when I can do it at any convenient 
opportunity?” It is true, I do tell the sinner to repent, and that he can 
fepent, but I also tell him that every hour’s continuance in impenitence 
most fearfully diminishes the probability that he ever will do it; that he 
is so firmly, and yet so voluntarily, fixed in his guilty love of the world, 
and love of sin, that he never will turn at all, unless the Spirit of God in- 
fluences him; that the hope of salvation is just in proportion to the 
earnestness with which he now wakes up to these things; that he is 
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every day provoking God to leave him to hardness of heart and bl: 

of ind ysthe God would‘do perfeetly right now to leave him; and that 
there is a fearful probability that God will for ever leave’ him unless he 
turns speedily. And will such considerations induce men to defer the 
work of repentance ? 

But suppose I told him that he could not repent, would that probably 
induce him to try to repent? Would not that rather be the way to make 
him defer the work? Would he not think, “ Well, I have nothing to do 
then but to wait and wait, and perhaps God will send his Spirit to tum 
my heart!” Nay, is it not that very delusion which has induced nearly 
every impenitent sinner here present to defer his repentance up to this 
hour? Is not that very thing stupifying your hearts, and deadening the 
influences of the truth? ' 

But it may be objected, that I disparage the grace of God; that if I tell 
men they can obey God, they will ascribe their salvation to themselves, 
and not to God. But in reply to this, I merely ask, what is the grace of 
God! Grace is the bestowment of undeserved favors. Now then let us 
suppose two characters introduced into heaven; the eternal doors of that 
city, where God in his glory dwells, are thrown open, and at once the 
redeemed spirits are fanned by the breezes of heaven ; harmonious music 
from ten thousand golden harps bursts upon their ears, and heaven's high 
arches ring with the joyous welcome, that other sons have come home to 
glory.—One remembered that on earth he was the voluntary enemy of 
God ; that with full power to obey, he started even in the morning of 
life in a course of the most wicked rebellion; that the offers of heaven 
he often and voluntarily scorned ; that even the very:°God whom he now 
beholds as a reconciled Father, he had chosen to disobey; had actually 
and voluntarily preferred sin, when he might have loved and obeyed; 
that for such a malignant rebel the Son of God descended from heaven 
and died ; and that to such a perverse and scornful sinner was the Spirit of 
God sent: when he was mad in his rebellion, hateful in his voluntary 
guilt, God had compassion on him, and by his Spirit subdued his enmity, 
and rescued him from the hell he deserved. What matchless grace! 
what infinite love! And now suppose the other stands by his side and 
reflects, “ This God sent me into the world with sin created in me; so 
that it was utterly impossible for me to obey his laws. He was therefore 
bound in justice to remove all obstacles to my salvation; it was nothing 
more than nry just claim that he should, by his Son and by his Spirit, 
help me to do that which I could not do. J therefore stand here by as 
good aright as any of those spirits who have never sinned!” Which now, 
think you, would feel that he was most indebted to grace for his salva- 
tion? Which would raise the highest notes of praise to him who re- 
deemed them with his own blood? Which would find eternity too short 
to discover the height and depth, the length and breadth of the love of 
God in Christ ? 


The third, and only remaining argument which I have to present is, the 
plain declaration of Scripture. No one can deny that God has given to 
men certain explicit commands -—Love the Lord thy God with all thy 
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_heart ; whatsoever ye do, do all to the glory of God ; cast away your 
sions; make you a new heart: repent, and be converted. None 
will deny that these commands exist; and so perfectly explicit are they, 
that uot even the most determined caviller can have any doubt as to their 
meaning. 
» Now men eithersean or cannot obey these commands. If they ean, 
then, of course, the question is settled at once. If they cannot, then there 
is no getting away from this dilemma :—God has commanded men to do 
that which he knew they could not do; which he had no expectation that 
they ever would or’ could do, and then has threatened them with his 
eternal displeasure, unless they do impossibilities. 

This is a result which cannot be evaded: the simple representation 
which it gives'of the character of God, is that of a moral governor come 
manding impossibilities, when he knew them to be impossibilities, and 
sending sinners to hell for not doing impossibilities. 

Now, I ask, is he such a being? Jt will not answer to resolve all into 
the mysterious sovereignty of God: here is no mystery; here is plain 
inj which we can see and understand to be injustice; injustice 
which even an earthly tyrant would scorn.—Again, then, I ask, is God 
such a being? 

Every command, then, in the Bible, is a plain and explicit declaration 
of the truth Lam endeavoring to maintain; a declaration, on God’s part, 
that he does consider his creatures able to obey. Nay, the very words 
of the law prove the doctrine. “ ‘Thou shalt love the Lord thy God 
with all thy heart.” What is meant by all thy heart? Simply this, that 
we shall love the Lord our God with all the heart we have, i. e. with all 
the power of loving we have. When we have done this, we have done 
‘all we are required to do, be it more or less. In short, the amount of the 
law, in the very words of the law, is, that men shall serve God as well 
as they can; and is it any strange doctrine, that men can obey God, 
when God only requires them to do all they can? 


Thus have I endeavored to show how admirably and beautifully this 
doctrine harmonizes with all the other doctrines of Scripture ; how the 
consciousness of men bears witness to the truth; how it entirely clears 
away all the cavils and objections which men are accustomed to urge 

inst the doctrines of the Bible ; how it places in the pure light of 
holiness and benevolence all the dealings and government of God; and 
magnifies the grace of God in the salvation of men. 


But you will perceive, too, that this doctrine bears hard upon the im- 
penitent sinner. If what [ have said be true, then, for aught L'see, he is 
_ Stripped of every excuse ; cannot find a single refuge to flee to, where he 
ean screen himself from guilt, or find one cavil against his God. 

But you will observe that it bears hard upon him in a way of which he 
cannot complain... It is not like some hurd doctrine of which he com- 
plains ; and the hardness of which consists in this, that if true, he can 
say that he is treated harshly and unjustly. 

_ Bat it shows thatGod treate him fairly and mercifully ; and that he only is 
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to blame. If | am right in my position, then the impenitent ~~ 


placed in the attitude of open and voluntary rebellion against God. » 


; 


is right, and he is wrong. He is voluntarily opposed to God, the greatest . 


and the best of beings ; he is daily transgressing a law, which itis for his . 
own interest and happiness to obey ; he is refusing to repent, when nothing 
is more reasonable Uian that he should be truly sorry for doing 


he persists in doing so, when he is plainly told that the pote... her Ae: 





be the eternal misery of hell; this course he will fullow, even when he 
ean turn about and be saved. A “ale, 


In conclusion, my impenitent friends, I have a few plain truths to state 


to you, and which you will see to be the necessary inferences from what I 
have said. If you finally go to perdition, you only receive the. just reward 
of your deeds; for you would go. No resistless decree of heaven sent 


youthere : no refusal to perform impossibilities :_no unfortunate depravity, ~ 


which you could not help, kindled the fires of hell. But you plunged your 


self into the pit; and as the bars of the eternal prison Lae a: : 


for ever, as the last glimmer of light and joy fades upon your 

and the arrows of the Almighty drink up your spirits, how keen and bitter 

will be the reflection that you have ruined and undone yourself. 
Another serious thing I have to say to you is, that whenever you excuse. 

yourself from instant compliance with the command of God, by saying, J 

cannot, it is the mere refuge of indolence, depravity, and rebellion, 

The only reason why you do not obey God is that you will not. 


I know when I say this, that the greater part of the peywped > 
in this house are making this excuse, and this is the way in | you 
are smoothing over the matter with conscience, and keeping yourself 
quiet in sin. I know, too, that many of you will say, we are not conscious 
of any such rebellious determination not to serve God. Just as ten thou-- 
sand, whom we are constantly meeting with, habitually live under the 
influence of the most hateful passions, and yet are apparently unconscious 
of it all the while. Still it is true, as that the throne of God shall endure 
for ever, that the only reason why you do not obey God is that you will 


oe 





not. Here I fasten the charge of depravity. You are willing ‘to ~ 


acknowledge yourself a sinner in general terms, and speak much of. your 
unfortunate depravity. But the real truth is, you are such a desperate 
sinner that you can obey God, and will not. 

Another charge which I have to bring against you is, that when you 
say “ you wish to be a Christian, but cannot,—you would be glad to be a 
better man, but cannot,” you say that which is not true. | You,do not 
really wish to be a Christian. The only reason why you are not a Chris- 
tian is, that you are not willing to be. Never yet was'a man prevented by 


any thing but his own voluntary choice from being a Christian. True, 
you would like well enough to be a Christian, if it could bedone without = 
any trouble, or any giving up of sinful and beloved gratification. Yous. | 
would be glad to be sure of heaven, while living in sin. ee = 

O sinner! it is high time that you give up your vain @xeuses, and 
begin heartily to serve God. Long enough have you been throwing 








ever was there @ more artful and ing cuggeeion of tii 
1 here, nothing can move you. Does conscience begin to 
Tne once, by the soothing lullaby, I cannot. Does 
urge home the obligations of religion? I cannot, at 
nvictions and all apprehensions. 

Fe % ed, deluded mortals! led captive by Satan, at his will; 
you are, and what shadows you pursue, while durable 
aio are 1 What toil, and bustle, and activity for the things of 
this life,-while ill not come to Christ, that you may have life eternal. 
_ All natore the hum and din of business. And what is it all 
for? For gi which you may never obtain: which, if you could 
wei ei obtain, you ggg a and if you could keep, would only sting and 
ne "disappoint you. Why will you keep on, and die in your sins? Why not 

joys, and accept of peace and eternal happiness ? 
if you will not, God is clea¥; his throne is guiltless. And if 


ee ic, ef ‘ 
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am the heaving earth sian graves should announce the morning 
of the resurrection ; if th ing heavens should reveal the descending 
Judge, and all the ‘begin to feel that “the great day of his 
wrath was come,” we must still” say, and for ever say, “Gop 1s RIGHT, 
AND THE WORLD 1s wrone”—* Just and true are thy ways, O thou King 
of saints,” 





